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That Nothing May Be Lost 

9th Sunday after Pentecost, Proper 12 (17) B, 2021 

 

As anyone who’s worked in food service knows, it is not easy to feed lots of 

people. It helps if one knows how to cook well, and enjoys doing so. It helps if 

one enjoys people but also knows how to manage them and remain in control of 

oneself and the situation. It also helps if one can stand the heat in the kitchen, as 

the saying goes, lest one find oneself having to get out, often in rather a hurry. 

But what’s most important when one works in food service and has to feed lots 

of people is that one has enough food with which to do so. If one haven’t got 

that, one is rather like the ball team that shows up to the game but forgot to 

bring their…um, let’s change that metaphor, if you don’t mind, making it the 

fencing team that shows up to the match only to learn they’ve forgotten, at 

home, their swords. You can’t score a touch, a touch, I do confess it, if you 

haven’t got a blade, you can’t score a home run if you can’t hit the [ahem], and 

you can’t feed the hungry if you’ve got no food to give ‘em. Good intentions, in 

such cases, mean very little; good outcomes, with good inputs, are what matters. 

Our Old Testament and Gospel lessons for today touch rather significantly on 

this issue. Whether they tell of Elisha feeding hundreds, or Jesus feeding 

thousands, the stories make miracles out of scarcity, turning what would’ve been 

a disaster into an opportunity to witness God’s power as it makes things right, or 

at least less wrong, at least for some people, and at least for a certain amount of 

time. Written, no doubt to show that power at its best, however, the stories 

reveal in it a sort of weakness, or a blind spot: whether or not we depend on it, 

and whether or not we do so for good or ill, and this sort of miracle and grace at 

God’s hands does not happen every day. That it is good to feed the hungry, 
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none can doubt, or at least not in a manner consistent with integrity or the 

gospel. But stories like this fairly beg some questions: Why were these people 

hungry in the first place? Why did they not already have enough to eat? Were 

they lazy, unlucky, victimized, or a bit of all three? For that matter, why do we 

need to eat anyway? Why did God design us that way, made a little lower than 

the angels, who need neither sow nor reap? Why is it only a comparatively small 

number of people who seem to get manna (or quails) from heaven, or happen to 

be in the right place at the right time when a prophet or a savior is there to give 

them his all till their cups overflow? Most peevishly and selfishly, why am I, are 

we not among them? 

I can imagine twenty loaves of barley feeding a hundred people. That’s five 

persons to a loaf, though, so you ain’t getting much, and and I doubt there’d be 

much left over. Yet the story tells us that there was at least “some left,” just as 

the Lord had just told the prophet there would be. Isn’t the Lord amazing? You 

can trust God to make the most of what you offer, and where there seems to be 

scarcity and not enough, presto! Shazam! All of a sudden, there is.  

In the gospel story, the math changes. Now it’s five barley loaves and two fish 

for five thousand people (in this telling). One loaf per thousand and 2/5 of a fish, 

which even at sushi levels of meat-to-meal, simply is not enough to do the job, 

and they know it. Andrew says it, though they’re all thinking it, echoing Philip 

who just said what they all were thinking, not even six months’ wages would 

buy all those people even a little. Yet God is wonderful and magical and Jesus 

said there’d be enough, so just keep handing out the food, folks, and don’t 

worry about where it’s coming from or how. He who was not allowed to turn 

the stones of the desert into bread when he himself was hungry apparently does 

so with, or at least by, the grasses in the field, and the baskets overflow with the 
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leftovers, that none may doubt the power of God to give the people what they 

need, when they are most in need of it.  

Yes, I know it’s all a metaphor with a capital ‘M’: Grace Abounding even to the 

least of these, and to the chief of sinners, unmerited and unearned, unexpected 

and unstoppable. As he did his signs of power in the world, healing the sick, 

casting out demons, feeding the hungry, walking on water, turbo-charging 

sailboats, and calming storms, he showed here-and-there, to these-and-those, 

what he would later show to everyone and for all time: salvation freely offered 

to all, whether they like it or not, want it or not, have sought it or not, expected 

it or not, deserved it or not (and, it is told, we do not), and it would never run 

out, its well never run dry, its aquifers never be drained to the lees, its power 

ever fresh and ever-renewed. 

For those in the back, this means that the loaves and fish in the story, like the 

water-walking and the boat-speeding, are meant as metaphors for the grace and 

power of God, in Christ, to save. They’re not meant as guidelines for how to 

actually feed people or navigate across storm-tossed waters. 

One thing they are meant for, however, may surprise us to hear: warnings 

against showering people with abundance. How is that? Well, look how just 

after Jesus gives these people enough to satisfy them, and then some, he has to 

run away. From them. Right now. Why? Because he saw that they were about 

to make him king by force, which is more often than not the way one makes 

kings, though rarely to this great a degree against the king’s will.  

We’ve come quite a way from the prophet who was without honor in his own 

hometown, or the wanderer who sent his followers out two-by-two with 

nothing but a staff and sandals, psyched by their master to have to beg, share 

peace, and shake from their feet the dust of unwelcoming towns. Now, all of a 
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sudden, Jesus is Emiliano Zapata, and the people’s revolution has come to 

Galilee, Samaria, and Judea at last. No more Maccabees, no more Herods, no 

more whatever. This time, those who lacked bread have found one who can 

give it to them and also wants to, which is a damn sight more than any king 

within memory had done for these people. My God, they said, the prophet 

really has returned, tenfold (given the math he worked with the bread). You 

watch. He’ll set things right in no time, cast those tin-crown popinjays down 

from the gimcrack thrones of this world and make them like it, and put a 

righteous ruler in their place, once and for all. We’ll make sure of it. Off to 

Jerusalem! 

Or, as Jesus saw it: the 3rd temptation returned; vox populi, vox diaboli. It was 

the hardest of all to resist, and this wasn’t the last time he’d have to. 

How do you say “No” to people who are begging you to say “Yes”? How do 

you deny them what you alone could give them, when you all know it? 

But that, of course, is what Jesus does, and the title of this sermon gives the 

reason why: “That Nothing May Be Lost.” Were he to have saved his 

generation and his time from the disaster that was Rome, its wars, its client 

states, and its imperious enemies, he would’ve righted the world for one 

generation only, and saved it not at all. He would’ve done it by a kind of 

political magic, being the perfect king over people whose chief problem was that 

they didn’t know how to live without kings, and that they needed to. That had 

been the whole problem with the entire project of the Kingdom of Israel, if you 

think about it – and as its first prophet, Samuel, had warned. Wanting kings like 

everyone in their world had, they wanted something that they did not know 

would rob them of their freedom and their dignity, as well as their ability to 

think and act for themselves as the free, and freed, people of God. The ability to 
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think and act that way was the promise made to them when they were freed 

from the Pharaoh of Egypt, and which they sealed in the covenant they made 

with the Lord at Mt. Sinai. “I will be your God, and you will be my people. I 

will show you how to live, and you will choose to live that way, and do it 

freely. If you do, you will show the world what that looks like, and how good it 

looks: free people choosing to do what they know is right because it is right, and 

because they want to. Anything less is a return to slavery in Egypt – to the bars 

and chains from which I, the Lord, have set you free. Those bars may be iron, or 

those bars may be golden, but if you return to them, you will regret it, and so 

will I, who am the Lord your God, and will never not be.” 

Thus spake every prophet to them, from Moses’s time to the time of Jesus, and 

some of them listened, but not enough, or for long enough, or enough that it 

made a difference. So Jesus realized that their only way out of the cul-de-sac of 

expecting, awaiting, demanding perfect rulers only to endure submission to 

imperfect ones was to remove “ruler” from the equation. Set them free from all 

of that – and from its root in human sinfulness and folly. The only way to do 

that was to set them free from something that was baked into human nature at 

our creation and warped into self-destructiveness in the Garden of Eden, whose 

paradise our forebears cast aside: our capacity to act foolishly, selfishly, and self-

deceivingly, seeking what we should not have and do not need.  

We crave to do this, and to live as those who have done it. But we know it isn’t 

easy, and something about us makes it easy for us to slack at the task, settle for 

less than we should from ourselves, endure evils while they are endurable and 

often beyond, or exploit others as they do these things. Freeing them from all 

that, Jesus, knew, required a cross, not a crown, that the power of God over all 

that we are and can be could be shown so that all could see, and none deny it. 
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“That Nothing Might Be Lost” and “That None May Be Lost” were his 

watchwords; salvation was for everyone and for always, or it was not at all for 

anyone. 

How do you set people free by such means? By giving them food that they 

really need, spiritual food that will not perish, that is, new ways of thinking and 

living that overcome what is broken within them, within us, but then when 

healed, makes us whole. How do you give them that food? Tell them and them 

show them it exists, tell them and then show them that it works, and then die 

for it, giving up your human life and with it the power that it had, in exchange 

for the greater power that its sacrifice would show forth. That is what he did, 

freeing them and us to ask those questions we raised before – viz. Why are these 

people hungry? and What are we going to do about it? – and answer them in 

every generation, so that nothing, and none, would be lost, ever again. Amen. 
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